Peripheral auditory tuning for vowels.
In this study, 35 young, healthy adults were tested on whether speech-like stimuli evoke a unique response in the auditory efferent system. To this end, descending cortical influences on medial olivocochlear (MOC) activity were indirectly evaluated by studying the effects of contralateral suppression on distortion product otoacoustic emissions (DPOAEs) under four conditions: (a) in the absence of any contralateral noise (Baseline), (b) presence of contralateral broadband noise (Noise Baseline), (c) vowel discrimination-in-noise task (VDN) and (d) tone discrimination-in-noise (TDN) task. A statistically significant release from suppression was evident across all tested DPOAE frequencies (1, 1.5 and 2 kHz) only for the VDN task (p < 0.05), which yielded greater release from suppression than the TDN task. These findings indicate that during active listening in the presence of noise, the MOC activity may be differentially modulated depending on the type of stimulus (vowel vs. tone). Specifically, in the presence of background noise, vowels may show a greater release from suppression in the cochlea than frequency, intensity and duration matched tones.